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face, the vegetable productions, the soil and
the geological features. Some of the prairies
that have a peculiarly undulating surface are
known as rolling prairies. Where vast herds
of buffaloes used to roam over the prairies,
immense tracts are now cultivated and pro-
duce large crops of wheat and make. The
prairies now constitute the most valuable
agricultural region in the world.
PRAIRIE CHICKEN, a common name in
the United States of the pinnated grouse.
See grouse.
PRAIRIE DOG-, a sort of ground-squirrel,
once found numerously on the prairies west
of the Mississippi and east of the Rocky
Mountains. It is about one foot in length,
exclusive of the rather short tail, is sturdy and
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stout in form, and has coarse gray hair. The
animals live in colonies, in burrows, which
are ingeniously built, having a mound of
earth encircling the opening to prevent the
entrance of surface rain water. These col-
onies at an early day sometimes covered
several hundred square miles. According to
government estimates, the vegetable food con-
sumed by such a colony would feed 1,500,000
cattle.
PRAXITELES, prats iff eleejs} one of the
greatest sculptors of ancient Greece, a citizen,
if not a native, of Athens. He flourished
about the middle of the fourth century b. o.
Whereas Phidias had portrayed heroic sub-
jects, Praxiteles sought to- reproduce the
beauty of the human in the nude. He exe-
cuted several statues of A polio and of Aphro-
dite. His Aphrodite at the Bath, in the Yati-
can, made for the city of Cnidus, was so
highly valued by the Cnidians they refused
to sell it to King Nicomedes, who, according
to Pliny, was willing to take it as payment
of the enormous debt imposed on the city.
The group Nwbe and her Children at
Florence, Italy, and Hermes Carrying Dio~
nysus, found, at Olympia in 1877, are attrib-
uted to him. His gods and goddesses are
not as majestic and awe-inspiring as are the
deities of Phidias, but are superlatively
 beautiful human beings, endowed with a deli-
cate grace and charm. He worked in both
marble and bronze, and his figures served as
models to the artists who succeeded him.
PRECES'SION OF THE EQUINOXES.
When the ecliptic (the plane passing through
the center of the sun and containing the
earth's orbit) intersects the plane of the
earth's equator the equinox occurs—once in
spring, once in autumn. The time of occur-
rence varies slightly each year, owing to the
attraction of the sun, moon and planets, so
that each successive equinox arrives ahead of
what would be its schedule if those celestial
influences were removed, at the mean rate
of 50' 37" annually. This motion of the
equinox along the -ecliptic carries it, with
reference to the diurnal motion, continually
in advance upon the stars; the place of the
equinox among the stars, with reference to
the diurnal motion, thus precedes at every
subsequent moment that which it previously
held, hence the name. This sweeping round
in the heavens of the equinoctial line indi-
cates a motion of the axis of rotation of the
earth, such that it describes circles round the
poles of the ecliptic every 25,791 years.
From the precession of the equinoxes and
nutation in combination, the axis follows a
sinuous path, instead of a circle, about the
pole of the ecliptic (see nutation). At
present the vernal equinoctial point is in the
zodiacal sign Pisces, and it is moving toward
the sign Aquarius.
PRECIOUS STONES, or GEMS, stones
of small size greatly esteemed for their
beauty. They are sometimes found crystal-
lized in regular shapes and with a natural
polish, but they are more commonly of ir-
regular shapes and have rough coats. The
term gem often denotes more particularly
a stone that is cut, polished or engraved,
and it also includes pearls and various arti-
ficial productions. The most valuable gems
are diamonds, emeralds, rubies, sapphires,
opals and turquoises. Of less value are the
garnet, the almandine, the tourmaline, the
topaz, the amethyst, the chrysoprase, the
chrysoberyl, the aquamarine, the heliotrope
and the azurite. Agate, lapis lazuli and cor-
nelian can scarcely be called gems.
In art and archaeology, the term gem is
usually applied to a precious stone cut or
engraved in ornamental designs or -with in-
scriptions. Stones on which the design is
raised above the general surface are called

